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The Satanic Verses. 
Watt: Muhammad at Mecca, pp. 101-109 
The satanic verses; the facts: 


The most notable mention of idols in the Mecca part of the Qur'an is 
in Surat an-Najm (53), and thereby hangs a tale. The account Which at- 
Tabari places first is as follows. When Muhammad saw that the Meccans 
were turning from his message, he had a great desire to make it easier for 
them to accept it. At this juncture Surat an-Najm was revealed; but when 
Muhammad came to the verses, “Have ye considered al-Lat and al-'“Uzza, 
and Manat, the third, the other?” then, the tradition continues, “as he was 
saying it to himself, eager to bring it to his people, Satan threw upon his 
tongue (the verses), «these are the swans exalted, Whose intercession is to 
be hoped for»,. | 

On hearing this the Meccans were delighted, and at the end when 
Muhammad prostrated hismself they all did likewise. The news of this 
event reached the Mulims in Abyssinia. Then Gabriel came to Muhammad 
and showed him his error; for his comfort God revealed 22 : 51, and 
abrogated the satanic verses by revealing the true continuation of the 
surah. Quraysh naturally said that Muhammad had changed his mind 
about the position of the goddesses, but meanwhile the satanic verses had 
been eagerly seized by the idolators. 

At-Tabari gives a number of other versions of the tradition on this 
matter. The firsi version runs as follows: Quraysh said to the Messenger of 
God (God bless and preserve him), those who sit beside you are merely the 
slave of so-and-so and the client of so-and-so. If you made some mention 
of our goddesses, we would sit beside you; for the nobles of the Arabs (Sc. 
the nomads) come to you, and when they see that those who sit beside you 
are the nobles of your tribe, they will have more liking for you. So Satan 
threw (something) into his formulation, and these veses were revealed, 
“Have ye considered al-Lat and al-'Uzza, and Mana, the third, the other?” 
and Satan caused to come upon his tongue, “These are the swans exalted, 
Whose interĉession is to be hoped for, Such as they do not forget (or «are 
not forgotten»)'. Then, when he had recited them, the Prophet (God bless 
and preserve him) prostrated himself, and the Muslims and the idolators 
prostrated. themselves along with him. When he knew what Satan had 
caused to come upon his tongue, that weighed upon him; and God 
revealed, “And We have not sent before thee any messenger or prophet but 
when he formed his desire Satan threw (something) into his formulation...” 
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to the words “... and God is knowing, wise”. 

The second version from Abu'l-'Aliyah is similar but does not have 
the third interpolated verse. It records, however, as do some of the other 
versions, how some of the grandees of Quraysh on account of age did not 
prostrate themselves but instead raised some earth to their foreheads, but 
unlike the other versions, adds that Abu Uhayhah Sa'id B. al'As remarked, 
At last Ibn Abi kabshah has spoken good of our goddesses'. The remark 
may very well be genuine, since the same, possibly rude, way of refering to 
Muhammad is found in another remark attributed to this man. 

If we compare the different versions, we find at least two facts about 
Which we may be certain. Firstly, at one time Muhammad must have 
publicly recited the satanic verses as part of the Quran; it is unthinkable 
that the story could have been invented later by Muslims or foisted upon 
them by non-Muslims. Secondly at some later time Muhammad 
announced that these verses were not really part of the Quran and should 
be replaced by others of a vastly different importance. The earliest versions 
do not specify how long aftewards this happened, the probability is that it 
was weeks or even months. 

There is also a third fact, that for Muhammad and his Meccan . 
contemporaries the primary reference of the verses would be to the goddess 
al-Lat worshipped at Ta'if, the goddess al“Uzza worhipped at Nakhlah 
near Mecca, and the goddess Manat, whose shrine lay between Mecca and 
Medina, and who was worshipped primarily by the Arabs of Medina. Thus 
the implication of the satanic verses is that the ceremonies at three 
important shrines in the neighbourhood of Mecca is acceptable. Further, 
the implication of the abrogating verses that the worship at these shrines is 
unacceptable is not a condemnation of the worship of the Ka'bah. 


The satanic verses: motives and explanations 


The Muslim sholars, not possessing the modern Western concept of 
gradual development, considered Muhammad from the very first to have 
been explicitly aware of the full range of orthodox dogma. Consequently, it 
was difficult for them to explain how he failed to notice the heterodoxy of - 
the satanic verses. The truth rather is that his monotheism was originally, - 
like that of his more enlightened contemporairies, somewhat vague, and in 
particular was not: so strict that the recognition of inferior divine beings 
was felt to be incompatible with it. He probably regarded alLat, al'“Uzza, 
and Manat as celestial beings of a lower grade than God, in much the same 
way as Judaism and Christianity have recognized the existence of angels. 
The Qur'an in the (later) Meccan period speaks of them as jinn, although. 
in the Medinan period they are said to be merely names. i 

Even so, the political implications of the verses are interesting. Did 
“Muhammad accept them as genuine because he was interseted in gaining 
adherents at Medina and atTa'if and among the surrounding tribes? Was 
he trying to counterbalance the influence of leaders of Quraysh, who were 


14 


opposed to him, by having large numbers of supporters? At the very least 
the mention of these shrines is a sign that his vision is expanding.... 

The promulgation of the satanic verses is doubtless to be linked up 
with this bargain. On this view the abrogation of the verses would similarly 
be linked up with the failure of the compromise. There is no suggestion 
that Muhammad was double-crossed by the Meccans. But he came to 
realize that acknowlelgement of the (Banat Allah), as the three idols (and. 
others) were called, meant reducing God to their level. His worship at the ' 
Ka'bah was outwardly not very different from theirs at Nakhlah, atTa'if 
and Qudayd. And that would mean that God's messenger was not greatly 
different from their priests and not likely to have much more influence; 
hence the reform on which Muhammad had set his heart would not come 
about... A revelation may first have made this clear to him, but the matter 
can be thought out on the lines suggested, and he may have felt uneasy 
even before the revelation came... .. 

Surat al-Kafirin (109) is traditionally what Muhammad was told to 
give by way of answer to the suggestion that he should compromise: “this is 
a complete break with polytheism and makes compromise impossible for 
the future. Two other passages are somewhat similar, though not so strong 
(6:56 and 70), and the latter speaks of the worship of idols as “going back 
upon our steps'. The fact that there are three separate passages suggests 
that the temptation to compromise was present to Muhammad for a 
considerable time. 

Westernes tend to think that Muslims confuse religion and politics in 
an undesirable way (though, of course, this is not confined to Muslimas; 
oriental Christians and others do much the same). perhaps, however, the 
truth is that Muslims see the religious bearing of political questions more 
clearly than do Westerners. Muhammad was concerned with social, 
political, and religious conditions in Mecca, but he treated the religious 
aspect as fundamental. Yet becauce he was dealing with live issues his 
religious decisions had political implications. If the stories of offers from 
the leading Quraysh are correct, thrn Muhammad must have been aware 
of the political aspects of his decisions, amd in particular of his 
promulagation of the satanic verses and of the abrogating verses. 
Likewise he must have been aware, when he finally rejected compromise 
by repeating Surat alKafirn, that there could be no peace with Quraysh 
unless they accepted the validity of his mission. The mention of the 
goddesses is thus properly the begining of the active opposition of 
Quraysh, and Surat alKafirn, which seems so purely religious, made it 
necessary for Muhammad to conquer Mecca. 
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THE FOUNDATIONS OF GREATNESS 
Watt: Muhammad at Medina, pp. 334-335. Also: 
Muhammad Prophet and Statesman, pp. 236-237. 


Circumstances of time and place favoured Muhammad. Various 
forces combined to set stage for life-work and for the subsequent 
expansion of Islam. There was the social unrest in Mecca and Medina, 
the movement towards monotheism, the reaction against Hellenism in 
Syria and Egypt, the decline of the Persian and Byzantine empires, and a 
growing realization by the nomadic Arabs of the opportunities for plunder 
in the settled lands round them. Yet these forces, and others like them 
which might be added, would not in themselves account for rise of the . 
empire known as the Umayyad caliphate nor for the development of Islam 
into a world religion. There was nothing inevitable or automatic about the 
spread of the Arabs and the growth of the Islamic community. Without a 
remarkable combination of qualities in Muhammad it is improbable that 
the expansion would have taken place, and the military potential of the 
Arabs might easily have spent itself in raids on Syria and Iraq with no 
lasting consequences. These qualities fall into three groups. 

First, there is Muhammad's gift as a seer. Through him or, on the 
orthodox Muslim view, though the revelations made to him the Arab 
world was given a framework of ideas within which the resolution of its 
social tensions became possible. The provision of such a framework 
involved both insight into the fundamental causes of the social malaise of 
the time, and the genius to express this insight in a form which would stir. 
the hearer to the depths of his being. The European reader may be “put ofP' 
by the Qur'an, but it was admirably suited to the needs and conditions of 
the day. | 
Secondly, there is Muhammad's wisdom as a statesman. The 
conceptual structure found in the Qur'an was merely a framework. The 
framework had to support a building of concrete policies and concrete 
institutions. In the course of the book much has been said about 
Muhammad's far-sighted political strategy and his social reforms. His 
wisdom in these matters is shown by the rapid expansion of his small state 
to a world-empire after his death, and by the adaptation of his social 
institutions to many different environments and their continuance for 
thirteen centuries. 

Thirdly, there is his skill and tact as an administrator and his wisdom 
in the choice of men to whom to delegate administrative details, sound 
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institutions and a sound policy will not go far if the execution of affaires is 
faulty and fumbling. When Muhammad died, the state he had founded was 
a “going concern' able to withstand the shock of his removal and, once it 
had recovered from this shock, to expand at prodigious speed. 

The more one reflects on the history of Muhammad and of early 
Islam, the more one is amazed at the vastness of his achievement. 
Circumstances presented him with an opportunity such as few men have 
had, but the man was fully matched with the hour. Had it not been for his 
gifts as seer, statesman, and administrator and, behind these, his trust in 
God and firm belief that God had sent him, a notable chapter in the history 
of mankind would have remained unwritten. 


SUS Mo ui5 la 
WAS MUHAMMAD A PROPHET? 
Watt: Muhammad Prophet and Statesman, pp. 237-240 


So far Muhammad has heen described from the point of view of the 
historian. Yet as the founder of a world-religion he also demands a 
theological judgement. Emil Brunner, for example, considers his claim to 
be a prophet, holds that it «does not seem to be in any way justified by the 
actual content of the revelations» but admits that, «had Mohammad been 
a pre-Christian prophet of Arabia, it would not be easy to exclude him 
from the ranks of the messengers who prepared the way for the 
revelation».! Without presuming to enter into the theological complexities 
behind Brunner's view, I shall try, at the level of the educated man who has 
no special knowledge of either Christian or Islamic theology, to put 
forward some general considerations relevant to the question. 

I would begin by asserting that there is found, at least in some men, 
what may be called «creative imagination». Notable instances are artists, 
poets and imaginative writers. All these put into sensuous form (pictures, 
poems, dramas, novels) what many are feeling but are unable to express 
fully. Great works of the creative imagination have thus a certain 
universality, in that they give expression to the feelings and attitudes of 
a whole generation. They are of course, not imaginary, for they deal with 
real things; but they employ images, visual or conjured up by words, to 
express what is beyond the range of man's intellectual conceptions. 

Prophets and prophetic religious leaders, I should maintain, share in 
this creative imagination. They proclaim ideas connected with what is 
deepest and most central in human experience, with special reference to the 
particular needs of their day generation. The mark of the great prophet is ' 
the profound attraction of these ideas for those to whom they are 
addressed. 
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Where do such ideas come from? Some would say, «from the 
unconscious». Religious people say, «from God», at least with regard to 
the prophets of their own tradition, though a few would go so far as to 
claim with Baron Friedrich von Hugel, «That everywhere there is some 
“truth; that this truth comes originally from God»'. Perhaps it could be 
maintained that these ideas of the creative imagination come from that life 
in a man, which is greater than himself and is largely below the threshold of 
consciousness. For the Christian this still implies some connection with 
God, for, according to saint John, in the World was life, and Jesus said «I 
am the Life». 

The adoption of one of these views does not settle all the questions at 
issue. What about those ideas of the creative imagination which are false of 
unsound? Baron von Hugel is careful to say only that truth comes from 
God. Religious tradition has also held that ideas might come from the 
devil. Even if the creative imagination is an instrument which may be used 
by God or Life, that does not necessarily imply that all its ideas are true or 
sound. To Adolf Hitler the creative imagination was well developed, and 
his ideas had a wide appeal, but is usually held that he was neurotic and 
that those Germans who followed him most devotedly became infected by 
his neurosis. 

In Muhammad, I should hold, there was a welling up of the creative 
imagination, and the ideas thus produced are to a great extent true and 
sound. It does not follow, however, that all the Qur'anic ideas are true and 
sound. In particular there is at least one point at which they seem to be 
unsound the idea that «revelation» or the product of the creative 
imagination is superior to normal human traditions as a source of bare 
historical fact. There are severa! verses in the Qur'an (11:51; 3:39; 12:103) 
to the effect that this is one of the reports of the unseen which We reveal to 
thee; thou didst not know it, thou nor thy people, before this. One could 
admit a claim that the creative imagination was able to give a new and 
truer interpretation of a historical event, but to make it a source of bare 
fact is an exaggeration and false. 

This point is of special concern to Chritians, since the Qur'an denies 
the bare fact of the death of Jesus on the cross and Muslims still consider 
that this denial outweighs the contrary testimony of historica] tradition. 
The primary intention of the Qur'an was to deny the Jews' interpretation 
of the crucifixion as a victory for themselves, but as normally explained it 
goes much farther. The same exaggeration of the role of «revelation» has 
also had other consequences. The Arab contribution to Islamic culture has 
been unduly magniĥied, and that of the civilized peoples of Egypt, Syria, 
lraq and Persia, later converted to Islam, has been sadly belittled. 

Too much must not be made of this slight flaw. Which of us, 
conscious of being called by God to perform a special task, would not have 
been more than a little proud? On the whole Muhammad was remarkably 
free from pride. Yet this slight exaggeration of his own funcion has had 
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grave consequences and cannot be ignored. 

Finally, what of our question? Was Muhammad a prophet? He was a 
man in whom creative imagination worked at deep levels and produced 
ideas relevant to the central questions of human existence, so that his 
religion has had a widespread appeal, not only in his own age but in 
succeeding centuries. Not all the ideas he proclaimed are true and sound, 
but by God's grace he has been enabled to provide milkons of men with a 
better religion than they had before they testified that there is no God but 
God and that Muhammad is the messenger of God. 
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